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The Scandal of Suicide: The historical sociology of suicide caused by 
Ensei in the first half of the 20th century in Japan
Hideyuki SADAKANE
（Yamagata University）
Suicide appears to be a scandal under the condition of the operation of bio-power, because it 
proves that bio-power, which encourages people to lead better lives, drives them to death at 
last. In this paper, we elucidate this process by scrutinizing the history of suicides motivated 
by Ensei (feeling misanthropic) in the first half of 20th century Japan. Beginning early in the 
20th century, the number of suicides due to pessimism increased significantly, and caused 
great concern in the mass media. There were three social conditions that made Ensei in 
fashion. 
The first Ensei suicide expressed the limits of medicalization. Suicides which had not 
received a doctor's medical treatment in their lifetime, were often judged to be suicides out of 
despair.
The second Ensei suicide was treated as valuable resource by both the police and a 
traditional Family (Ie). A traditional family carried the stigma of suicide due to “mental 
derangement” or “poverty,” and preferred considering that the suicide was caused by 
pessimism in order to avoid having to take on responsibility. On the other hand, there was a 
tendency for police to process these suicides as Ensei, so that they could reduce the costs of 
criminal investigations. 
Finaly, suicides due to pessimism were caused subjectively by the special lifestyle of one 
who has grown up in a consumer-driven culture. Suicide out of despair develops as a style of 
self-expression, in response to the growing influence of media, and the development of patent 
medicines.
 It is necessary to consider the developed Ensei suicide in this way as one condition 
supporting the present suicide. Although development of psychiatry or a life insurance system 
in the latter part of the twentieth century obliterate Ensei suicide in the surface top, that 
suicide has been stil an important condition for supporting the system defining the suicide of 
current. 
